The papers in this issue by Fried, Worthington and Deber on economic evaluation in the Canadian mental health system are both timely and instructive. There is, of course, a natural disinclination to consider economics in relation to a human service such as health care. Unfortunately, however, resources are finite, and in the face of increasing pressures to provide more health and social services, attention inevitably shifts to comparative costs and benefits. Such comparisons not only involve competing mental health programs but other health programs, social service programs, education, housing and a wide variety of services. In this competitive environment, as Weisbrod, Test and Stein point out, cost analysis should be seen not as a mechanism for deciding mechanically on the allocation of funds, but as a structure for helping to weigh advantages and disadvantages(l). The question becomes not whether such evaluations should be done, but rather how to do them in a comprehensive and useful manner. These papers provide a beginning framework for administrators and clinicians to help understand a confusing area which is replete with technical jargon and statistical manipulation.
It is important to be aware of the limitations as well as the usefulness of economic analyses. The question of cost must at all times be followed by the inquiry "to whom?" Costs may be assessed and measured in relation to providers of service, patients, the patients' families, the community or society as a whole. A given intervention may involve quite different costs depending upon which perspective is assumed. It has been hypothesized, for example, that community based care, although less costly, may result in significant burden and stress to family members and others which represents an added cost. A second problem is that many of the costs and benefits of treatments are extremely difficult to quantify economically. In several studies of home treatment, family members expressed higher levels of satisfaction with home rather than hospital based service. This satisfaction factor does not convert easily into dollars. In addition, it is very difficult to put a dollar value on what often may be the most significant benefit of an effective intervention i.e. increased satisfaction, well-being, self-esteem and personal happiness in the recipient. Thirdly, in the field of mental health, identifying even the direct treatment costs of general hospital based services is fraught with difficulty. Determining the "real" per diem cost of a general hospital psychiatric bed in Canada is a daunting and, at times, seemingly impossible task.
Although the field of economic analysis in health care is in its infancy, several important findings have emerged with regard to mental health. There is a substantial body of evidence that mental health care does result in lower total health care utilization and cost for treated persons. This holds true even when the cost of mental health care itself is included (2) . Also, evidence continues to accumulate demonstrating the cost superiority of community based over hospital based treatments of various kinds. Canadian studies by Fenton(3) and Coates(4) have contributed to this literature. Brief hospitalization and day treatment have also been shown to produce comparable outcomes at less cost when compared to "standard" hospitalization programs (5) . A very important issue which is deserving of careful study remains that of how to ensure that dollars follow patients from institutions into community programs. A contribution by Deiker offers a potentially useful strategy in this area (6) .
As we are confronted with the reality that there is a limit to resources, we must become increasingly concerned that services we do provide are efficient and effective and that an accounting for allocations can be made. Cost evaluations provide us with tools to analyze the economic results of the choices we make. However, they do not provide ready-made decisions since dollar evaluations cannot be attached to every important variable and because they rest upon assumptions and projections. The importance, therefore, is that those involved in decision making about resource utilization understand the strengths and weaknesses of various approaches to this emerging field.
